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The recognition of the authentic voice(s) of people with intellectual disability has been an emerging trend 
over the last decade and a half.  Less often, however, have these voices been heard in relation to research, 
and directions for the future.   
 
dal Gourmet Café and Catering, which provides training in the hospitality industry for young people with 
disabilities in Geelong received funding to establish an action research project to develop, implement, 
monitor and reflect on a variety of strategies and innovations to support transition from this training and 
development setting into open employment.   
 
A committee of critical friends consisting largely of people with disability was established, and consultation 
carried out with schools, staff in training, and community employers.  The committee, once educated in the 
action research process, designed a training program that was trialed and evaluated in three action 
research cycles.   The program was deemed successful, but with modifications and changes as decided by 
the committee, and with the addition of a fourth cycle.   
 
This paper strongly argues that such inclusive research addresses significant and fundamental debates 
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People with disability have long been the focus of research that is ostensibly on their 
behalf.  It has been taken as read in the field of special education that research is aimed at 
improving the quality of life of people with disabilities, especially in relation to either 
their education or health.  Little attention has been paid to the fact that most often, 
research of this nature, however altruistic in its intent (and we must certainly accept it to 
be so, in the absence of research indicating otherwise), is carried out on people with 
disabilities, rather than by or with people with disabilities.   
 
While the rhetoric of inclusion has been heard far and wide across Australia, and indeed, 
internationally, very little of the research addressing people with disabilities can truly be 
regarded as inclusive itself.  The now famous clarion call of the self-determination 
movement, “Nothing about us without us’” (Walmsley & Johnson, 2003, p.16) appears to 
have become muted where research is concerned.  This is nowhere more significant than 
with regard to people with intellectual disabilities.  This, then, begs the question of how 
people with intellectual disabilities might best be included in the research process.  And 
more significant still, how should we, as experienced researchers, work to empower and 
support people with intellectual disability to become researchers in their own right. That 




Throughout this paper, a variety of terms will be used to describe the people with 
intellectual disability referred to in the title.  Although staff at dal Gourmet Café and 
Catering have been labeled as having a disability, it is their preference to be referred to as 
having special needs (Marks, 2005).  This right to choose how we are described is 
respected by everyone at dal, including the Board of Management, and is recognised in 
this report.  However, many other people with disabilities have chosen to reject the term 
special needs, and for various sound reasons.  In order to balance this disparity, when 
people from dal are referred to specifically, the term special needs will be used, but when 
speaking of the broader field, or of implications or generalizations, the terms disability or 
intellectual disability will be used. 
 
Overview of the project 
 
Corio Bay Innovators Inc, trading as dal Gourmet Café and Catering was established to 
provide training in the hospitality industry for young people with special needs in 
Geelong, which is located in regional Victoria.  As well as supporting staff funded by 
Commonwealth Family and Community Services, it provides hospitality training for 
around 30 young people under the Victorian Department of Human Services Futures for 
Young Adults Program.  These staff, many of whom complete work experience with dal 
while they are at school, also study at the local Technical and Further Education (TAFE) 
College to complete Certificate II and III in Hospitality Operations.  Most of the people 
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completing this program want to move into open employment, preferably in the 
hospitality industry. 
 
While the staff at dal thoroughly enjoy their work and study, there was very little 
incentive for movement from dal as a training setting into open employment in the 
industry.  This was due to a number of factors, including reluctance of the community to 
take on workers with special needs because employers did not understand the talents and 
skills dal staff would bring to their new employment.  A carefully designed program to 
prepare staff for the challenges of open employment was also needed.  Fear of the 
unknown, to an extent, was keeping people working within a supported environment 
where they felt safe, and preventing them from reaching their full potential. 
 
The short term aim of this project was to develop, trial, evaluate and reflect on a variety 
of ways and ideas to support transition, especially in a manner that would encourage and 
enhance movement from this training and development setting into open employment in 
the hospitality industry. The project also aimed to develop a Transition Plan for dal 
Gourmet Café and Catering to help facilitate this process.  In the long term, the project 
aimed to increase the number of staff making the transition from dal into open 
employment. 
 
dal is “a collaborative, consultative and participative organization [where] staff, 
supervisors and managers contribute to decision-making and all are respected in their 
input” (Marks et al., 2005, p.7). The beauty of the whole project was that, partly because 
of the expectations of the funding body that the project be inclusive of key stakeholders, 
and partly because of the dal philosophy of total inclusion in the processes, activities and 
decision making of the organization, the entire project became inclusive of interested dal 
staff with special needs.  The action research project that emerged was groundbreaking in 
its empowerment of the team of co-researchers with special needs, and the emergence of 
their ability to exert agency and take direct grassroots action for their future, and that of 
their colleagues working in the hospitality industry. Casey, Evelyn, Jenni, Kylie, Adam, 
Sally, Natasha B, Prue, and Fiona, I take my hat off to you! 
 
Making research inclusive  
 
The nature and pervasiveness of research that is inclusive of people with intellectual 
disabilities is not as clear-cut as some workers in the field might have us believe.  While 
occasional studies, usually in the form of life histories, began to emerge in the 1970s, it 
was not until the late 1980s that there was a “modest exploration of methodologies which 
sought to enable people with learning disabilities to have a voice in research publication” 
(Walmsley and Johnson, 2003, p.12).  Even in the 1990s, when the movement towards 
inclusive research gained a certain momentum, it also “demonstrated a certain lack of 
clarity and some limitations, which to us as inclusive researchers ourselves seemed to 
need some exploration and clarification” (Walmsley & Johnson, 2003, p.11). 
 
Too often, it seems, researchers have been of the belief that the inclusion of someone 
with intellectual disability in the advisory group meets all the demands and expectations 
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of inclusive research.  Nothing could be further from the truth, and in many cases that this 
author has seen, (and in the interests of diplomacy and confidentiality, will leave 
unnamed), such ‘inclusivity’ must be regarded as nothing better than token.  This 
tokenism may have been informed, in part, by the belief that there are profound limits to 
the degree of agency that people with individual disability can exercise, but authors such 
as Wehmeyer, who address the issue of self-determination, argue “that all people can be 
educated to enhance their decision making ability and become more self-determining” 
(Laragy, 2002, p.263).   
 
Indeed, it is Wehmeyer’s (1999) belief that “people who are self-determined act 
autonomously, self-regulate their behavior, and are psychologically empowered and self-
realizing” (p.56).  Environments that “emphasize choice and autonomy” (Wehmeyer, 
1999, p.58) are empowering environments.  An understanding of the limitations of people 
with intellectual disability to take independent and decisive action should not be seen as a 
barrier to inclusion in the process, but rather as a definitive starting point.  Providing a 
scaffolded framework within which people with intellectual disability can act will enable 
effective and decisive participation in the processes of social and community action.  As 
Wehmeyer (1999) contends, “it is one thing to spur action, another to provide something 
upon which to act” (p.59). 
 
Inclusion and agency do not simply happen because the researcher believes that they 
should.  As researchers, we must work to provide the structures and frameworks, and 
address the processes that have proved so disempowering and disabling in the past.  It is a 
challenging and sometimes frustrating process theorising agency and empowerment 
within a context of inclusion (Walmsley & Johnson, 2003).  If transformation and change 
are to occur, however, the goals that we set must be realistic and achievable, and they 
must be declared openly.  In their discussion of the undeniable difficulties in ensuring 
research is inclusive of people with intellectual disabilities, Walmsley and Johnson 
(2003) observe: “Sometimes we have felt silenced, disempowered and devalued as we 
have tried to ensure the centrality of people with… disabilities in the research design and 
process…   None of [the] concerns are insurmountable, but in the current environment of 
inclusive research they remain unsaid”  (p.12). 
 
According to Walmsley and Johnson (2003), there exists a set of principles on which 
inclusive research should be based.  These, they argue, “are just too important to be left 
entangled in a marsh of political correctness” (p.16). Research, they contend, must 
address those issues and concerns that are of significance to people with intellectual 
disabilities, and that in the long term, will transform and improve their lives.  In so doing, 
it should represent their lived experiences, attitudes and views, and ensure that people 
with intellectual disability are treated with due respect by the research communities with 
which they engage, and that will be privy to the outcomes of the research.  They 
emphasize:  “the future development of inclusive research requires us to reflect critically 
and honestly on the contradictions inherent in current practice and assumptions so that it 




In a sense, research with co-researchers who have intellectual disability might best be 
considered to be what Walkerdine (2003) describes as courageous research, for it has the 
potential to demand of the researcher a degree of transformation, personal disclosure and 
risk taking that may well be considered beyond that required in most research contexts.  
The notion of personal transformation is, after all, implicit in the definition of action 
research, in that it empowers the researcher in the processes of change and improvement 
(Kinchelow, 1991, in O’Hanlon, 2003, p.98).   At the same time though, it also puts the 
researcher’s sense of security and self-worth at risk, especially in situations where co-
researchers may be disempowered or disadvantaged in some way.  To open up one’s 
actions to research is to create a vulnerability that may prove to be transformative, but not 
necessarily in a positive sense.  It is, at the very least, “a form of consciousness-raising 
and a transformative pedagogical technique.  Transformation is a personal process of 
change and redirection. (Friere, 1990, in O’Hanlon, 2003, p.98). 
 
Action research as a transformational process 
 
In many disciplines, action research may be regarded as the new black.  In the field of 
education, however, this form of research has been around for more than a generation. 
Yet despite its longevity, it is still, to some extent, the flavour of the month, especially in 
relation to community research and development.  Indeed, for this project, the 
methodology was not open to debate.  All projects funded through the Smart Geelong 
Region LLEN were funded as action research projects.  This was a condition of the grant.  
For dal however, this was not problematic, as action research would have been the 
methodology of choice for a project of this nature, within an organization with such a 
strong emphasis in participation and empowerment 
 
According to Kemmis and McTaggart (1988), action research is “a form of collective 
self-reflective enquiry undertaken by participants in social situations in order to improve 
the rationality and justice of their own social or educational practices, as well as their 
understanding of these practices and the situations in which these practices are carried 
out” (p.5). The process of personal transformation must be seen to be pivotal here.  “To 
change the culture of our groups [let alone of whole institutions or society more broadly], 
we must change ourselves, with others, through changing the substance, forms and 
patterns of language, activities and social relationships which characterize groups and 
interactions among their members” (Kemmis & McTaggart, 1988, p.17). 
 
Action research is all about participation and collectivity.  It is also about researching 
from the heart, and taking responsibility and agency for change and action.  Martin 
(2003) observes:  “Heartfelt has little to do with objectivity and subjectivity.  It has 
everything to do with commitment to truth and with caring so much about the quest 
underway that nothing but the truth of the situation will be tolerated… The researcher 
must come to know and smell what the truth looks like.  In this sort of research, the 
outcome is not so much answers, but rather insights into experience” (p.4). Indeed, such 
passion that drives good action research makes the methodology less like a research 
process, and more like a political act, in which the key players participate, drive the 
process, and ideally, through this empowerment, become emancipated. 
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It would be foolish to expect, however, that the transformation from disempowered to 
emancipated happens smoothly, and that it is not a problematic process.  People with 
intellectual disability do not simply become empowered on the say so of university based 
researchers implementing action research projects!  Agency is not awarded like some 
badge of honour.  Rather, it is a long and oft-times challenging process of growth, change 
and personal transformation.  At some point in the process, the researcher with 
intellectual disability must stop seeing themselves as an imposter, and start constructing 
themselves as Researcher (with a definite uppercase R).  For some of the dal team, this 
may have occurred during the process of defining the problem; for others of the team, it 
happened much further down the action research continuum, when results were being 
shared at the SGR LLEN Conference.  What is clear, however, is that participatory action 
research, “is much easier in the abstract than in its implementation” (Walmsley & 
Johnson, 2003, p.28). 
 
The process towards agency and emancipation, irrespective of how empowering the 
methodology is touted to be, may be frustrating and convoluted.  Action research is not 
predictable in its outcomes, and nor indeed, is it so in its processes. “Once the project… 
is underway, you cannot predict where your enquiries will lead you.  This is because 
action research projects develop through a self-reflective spiral” (SGRLLEN, n.d., p.5). 
What is anticipated in the first cycle, may in fact, prove not to be the case.  Directions 
may become vastly different.  The very notion of action research as a series of 
interlocking cycles (or as a spiral, depending on the iconography adopted) means that 
processes of planning, enacting, observing and reflecting may lead to unexpected cul-de-
sacs, and enticing portals into new domains. “Each new cycle will lead to a re-think… 
and to a consideration of a range of possible new action steps” (SGRLLEN, n.d., p.6). 
 
That social change, as a concept, is contested (Walmsley & Johnson, 2003) cannot be 
overlooked.  If we are working with people with intellectual disabilities as our co-
researchers, we must take considerable care not to impose our own values and 
expectations on the project.  What is clear is that “a commitment to social change and 
social justice is often interpreted as meaning that the means must be commensurate with 
the ends—that the research process itself should be liberating for those taking part in it” 
(Walmsley & Johnson, 2003, p.32).  This was considered to be pivotal to the research 
project at hand.  The whole process of transition from a supported employment and 
training setting into open employment carries with it issues, problems and anxieties for 
all involved.  It was imperative that the project be under the control of the dal staff with 
special needs, and not be directed by the interests, values and experiences of the 
university based researcher employed as a consultant on the project.  Nor indeed, could it 
be under the control of the Executive Director of the organisation, or the Board of 
Management.  For the project to be emancipatory, it had to be “seen as having a key role 
in identifying those social structures and processes which create disabling barriers, and in 
eradicating those that exist…”(Walmsley & Johnson, 2003, p.38).  The project had to be 





Introducing action research to a group of people with special needs proved to be a 
challenging task.  It was not possible, at the outset of the project, to be either 
participatory or emancipatory.  The whole process of applying for research funding 
precluded this.  My employment as a consultant by the organization in question, taken 
into consideration with my position in an education faculty at a Victorian university, 
meant that successful completion of this research project was both a requirement of my 
consultancy fee, and also would feed into my career as an academic.  There is nothing 
inclusive or collaborative about such a position as researcher. 
 
So while I came to this project from a heartfelt desire to improve the lot of those young 
people I worked alongside at dal, as a university academic, I also approached the 
research task from a privileged position, and was mindful, and at times, uncomfortable, in 
this role.  As Walmsley and Johnson (2003) warn: 
 
There is a profound ambivalence in the position of inclusive researchers.  We are 
committed to promoting justice and equality and at the same time we are part of 
the oppressing group:  well educated, usually with a job and a reasonable income, 
status and access to societal privileges.  Inclusive research brings us face to face 
with colleagues who do not have many of these things (p.88). 
 
There was, and is, little consolation in the personal reassurance that as an inclusive 
researcher, my conscience could be salved.  While I made every effort to work alongside 
my co-researchers with special needs, and to guide them through the action research 
process, hopefully moving from participatory to emancipatory, the truth of the situation 
remained clear.  The very nature of the special needs of the people I was working with 
made it difficult for certain gaps to be bridged.  The abstract nature of the research 
process, by its very definition, appeared to limit the participation of people with special 
needs.  Being mindful of this situation meant great care was taken to ensure that all co-
researchers understood the process, and were encouraged to participate.  For this reason, I 
have decided to describe the process by including extracts of the plain language report 
approved by the team of researchers. 
 
Extracts from the final report  
 
Our Committee of Critical Friends 
 
We needed to set up a committee of critical friends, and so we invited a group of 
people with special needs who worked at dal.  This group… was a mixture of 
people who had worked at dal for a long time and young staff funded by Futures 
for Young Adults Program.  We thought the mixture would be useful as it would 
give us a good variety of viewpoints.  Only a few people in the group thought that 
they would like to leave dal and work in open employment. The group was 
mainly made up of women because a lot more women than men work at dal.   
 
We also needed a Critical Friend from outside dal.  We found that most people 
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are already very busy, but a few people have helped us with advice and ideas, and 




Our Committee has met four times formally, and once as part of our meeting of 
all staff at dal.  We have also presented our research at the LLEN Conference in 
Geelong, and submitted it in the Researcher of the Year competition.  Our final 
meeting was filmed so that we can use our model of research as part of the 
training materials that dal is developing for other organisations.  We have a DVD 
of parts of the meeting and we used this at the LLEN Conference. 
 
The purpose of our first meeting… was to describe the project.  Everyone thought 
it was great that we had a chance to think about how we could make it easier for 
people with special needs to move from dal into other long-term work. There was 
a lot of discussion and the group came up with some good ideas.  G. put the ideas 
into groups of things that seemed to belong together.  Then everyone discussed 
them again to make sure that G. had understood all the points that people made.   
 
Once everyone agreed, G.… asked each group member what order we should plan 
to do things in.  After we had done that, we talked about how to organise the 
project.  Everyone agreed that G. should get a plan together.  Then the group 
would meet again to approve the plan.   
 
G. developed a plan that used Action Research, and she explained to us how that 
worked.  The plan was that each Cycle of the project would run for about ten 
weeks, and then there would be a chance to reflect on how it went, and make 
suggestions for change in the next cycle.  We also wanted to get it right so that we 
could run the program again later in 2005, or early in 2006. 
 
The three cycles that the Committee developed were: a series of workshops on 
social skills using the ideas from our first meeting; a Learners Permit program 
because employers like their staff to be able to drive; and then a series of 
workshops on the skills needed for applying for a job.  Once the plan was 
approved, we took it to the meeting of all the staff, and then employed W. to get 
the first cycle of the project happening.   
 
After the main staff meeting, we met again… to finalise the project so it could 
start when we came back to work in 2005.  At that meeting, we approved the 
program, and made some suggestions that we thought would make it even better.  
We decided that everyone who completed a cycle should be awarded a certificate.  
We also decided that we wanted W. to develop surveys to use at the end of cycles, 
so the Committee could get feedback from the staff who participated in the 
program. 
 
At our third formal meeting, we discussed how the program was going so far. The 
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Social Skills cycle had been finished, and the Learners Permit was underway.  We 
were read the feedback from the people who did the Social Skills program, and 
we discussed how the Learners Permit classes were going.  We decided that the 
next time we run the classes, we would like to add Independent Living Skills as a 
cycle too… 
 
At the final meeting, we were all very nervous because we were being filmed.  
However, we were all very excited about reaching this stage in the project.  Team 
members reported back on different parts of the project, and how well they had 
gone.  Then we looked at how we could change the program next time, and what 
would be good to leave the same.  G reported on the feedback from the Work 
Skills Program, and W told us about how well people were going on work trials or 
in their new jobs.  We came up with lots of ideas about how to make the program 
even better, and also developed a list of things to include in the Independent 
Living Skills classes.  We also discussed appropriate ways of teaching people 
with special needs, and improvements that could be made.  Finally, we decided 
that it would be a very good idea to invite other dal staff to join our committee 
next year, and we will send out a note with everyone’s pays. 
 
 [Section on community liaison deleted here for brevity.] 
 
How have things gone? 
 
There has been a great deal of enthusiasm, and as time has gone on, more people 
have wanted to join the groups next time.  It seems that it has all snowballed!   
 
Ten of the eleven group members were surveyed on the first cycle and they were 
generally very pleased with the program…. [Comments from participants 
omitted.] They also came up with some concerns and some suggestions for the 
future.... [Comments from participants omitted.] All group members surveyed 
said they were glad that they did that course, and all ten said they would 
recommend it to others.  Five said the course was excellent, three said very good, 
one said good, and one said fair. 
 
The Committee members who took part in the Learners Permit program were 
generally pleased, but had a few concerns about classes starting late, and the need 
for lessons to be made up if the teacher (not W.) was absent.  They felt that there 
was too much socialising for one group (two groups ran each week), and that the 
other group went very fast and there was not enough revision time.  They also 
wanted the lessons to go longer next time.  The Committee asked G. to organise 
for some extra lessons and she did this. 
 
We also thought that there might be even better ways to present the information 
as some dal staff find it easier to learn when we have more visual aides like videos 
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and posters and so on.  We thought W. might do a great job of this class.  This will 
be looked into for the next cycle. 
 
The Committee looked at the feedback from the first cycle and decided that an 
Independent Living program would be a good idea.  This was discussed and will be 
included the next time the courses run.  This will include budgets, health and 
human relations, getting a flat and so on. 
 
 
The current state of play 
 
Throughout the research process in 2005, I initially felt the team leant heavily on me in 
my role as consultant.  If a meeting needed to be called, for example, I was the one 
nominated to call it.  While this disappointed me in one sense, gradually it became clear 
that I had reason to feel exultant.  I was not the one who was deeming that a meeting 
needed to be called, and nor was I the one leading the charge.  What is more, I was 
acting far more as an administrative assistant to the group, rather than as a research 
leader.  As the project continued, I began to feel increasingly, that the team of co-
researchers was using me only in areas where they felt that they did not yet have 
adequate skills.  To put it another way, they used me to meet the gaps that were 
implicated in their particular special needs.  These included issues relating to literacy 
and report writing, for example, or the protocols of calling meetings.   
 
Interestingly, in 2006, my role has been deemed superfluous.  There was initially a call 
for me to set up a meeting early this year, but due to other commitments, I was unable 
to oblige at the time requested.  The young staff at dal took matters into their own 
hands.  They had made a huge leap of understanding and confidence, and realized that 
they no longer needed the meetings to run the program.  In short, they liaised with the 
Executive Director and Transition Officer of the organization, and told them what 
programs they would like to run this year.  While this varied somewhat from the way 
the committee had originally planned the program to run in 2006, all seems to be 
running smoothly.  It will be interesting to see whether a meeting will be called once 
the current cycle is completed and evaluated.
2
   
 
Where to from here? 
 
When I began my analysis of this project, I initially felt that I had not been as 
successful as I would have liked in guiding and supporting emancipatory action 
                                                 
2 While this paper focuses specifically on the development of action and agency as an aspect and outcome 
of the research process, it should also be pointed out that the transition program designed by the team of 
critical friends has proved to be successful.  Approximately half the participants in the courses have either 
moved into open employment (in varying time fractions), or have completed some work experience in open 
employment.  This has included some of the team of critical friends who stated unequivocally, that they 
would not be prepared to leave dal.  The program has been very popular in 2006, and has included the 
addition of an independent living skills module, as requested by the group of critical friends.  It is expected 
that the program will continue to run in 2007. 
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research for people with intellectual disabilities.  In retrospect however, this has been a 
journey of discovery for me too, and on the way, I have encountered many obstacles 
and barriers.  I began this project with the words of Walkerdine (2003) in mind, when 
she said:  “Courageous research is the only kind of research that matters.  It’s what’s 
implied by research, the aspect of searching in research.  If we don’t try to go in 
fearlessly to find out and engage with, search for, that which we seek with the utmost 
courage, there isn’t any point in doing it” (p.130).   
 
Walkerdine (2003), in her discussion of her own research, passionately states:   
 
my starting point was the unspoken, the unspeakable, and also the need to listen to 
our intuition and to our feelings as a primary place to begin our courage in 
research.  That is, to have courage to know, the gut feeling, the thing that doesn’t 
feel right; that makes you upset; that makes you angry; the knowledge that 
something important lies there even if you don’t know what it is (p.131). 
 
My intuition was that the staff at dal, despite their special needs, had the potential to 
not only contribute to, but guide their own research project, drawing on their lived 
experiences, their values, their gut feelings and their anger.  I felt that the staff at dal 
had “the knowledge that lies there even if you don’t know what it is”.  I wanted to 
challenge the words of Walmsley and Johnson (2003), when they asserted that to argue 
that people with intellectual disabilities “have the expertise to carry out or control all 
aspects of research is to go beyond the realms of the rational into a world where the 
reality of intellectual impairment is wished away and difference is denied”  (Walmsley 
& Johnson, 2003, p.187). 
 
To deny that differences exist is, it must be agreed, neither rational nor wise.  This does 
not mean, however, that we cannot empower people with intellectual disabilities to 
work in ways that suit their needs and circumstances, and to take control of their own 
research projects.  However, Walmsley and Johnston’s (2003) contention that “power 
imbalances between people with [intellectual] disabilities and the researchers continue 
to be camouflaged by a rhetoric of participation” (p.191) devalues the role played by 
people with intellectual disability in changing and transforming their own lives.  It 
suggests that the action and agency that we take as our right as citizens is beyond the 
reach of people with intellectual disability. 
 
That we have “a duty to have a clearly articulated voice in inclusive research” 
(Walmsley & Johnson, 2003, p. 203) must certainly be acknowledged.  Until the day 
that people with special needs are given adequate guidance in preparing and submitting 
research proposals, for example, and are permitted the option of using media other than 
the written, researchers without disability will still be called upon to guide the projects 
of people with intellectual disability.  But let us not delude ourselves.  While the “right 
to a distinctive voice… as social researchers… needs to be acknowledged clearly, just 
as the lived experience, skills and experience of people with learning disabilities 
involved in research need to be acknowledged” (Walmsley & Johnson, 2003, p. 203), 
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